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Baltimore City Department of Planning

Why the rewrite?

Å Conform the Zoning Code to a 2015 Supreme Court case, 

known as Reed v. Town of  Gilbert.

Å Jurisdictions may not use content as a factor in their 

code or have temporary signs.

üProposed title governs signs by form, size and placement.

üIn other words signs can be described by district and type but not 

what is on them.  

ü The Law Department advised the City when the new 

zoning code was going through City Council that that our 

proposed signage code should be reviewed.

CITY COUNCIL BILL #18-0272/ ZONING - SIGN REGULATIONS
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CITY COUNCIL BILL #18-0272/ ZONING - SIGN REGULATIONS

Baltimore City Department of Planning

What does this bill do?

Å This bill reflects a complete review and reorganization of 

Title 17 and changes to Article 32.

Å Related Article 32 changes:

üTitle 1: Updates the Use Symbologyto designate òUse 

Categoriesó and add Signage Table Symbologyto define the 

approval methods for signage.

üTitle 1: Updates definitions billboards, signs and removes 

memorial plaque

üTitle 4: Updates the Design Review Applicability

üTitle 12:  Updates specific references to signage in special 

purpose districts (Educational Campus Master Plan, 

Hospital General Development Plan and Waterfront Overlay 

Districts) 

üTitle 14:  Updates Use Standards to remove direct 

references to signs and points to Title 17.
3
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Article 32 (Title 1) Proposed Definition of A Sign

òSignó means any writing (including letter, word, or numeral), 

pictorial representation (including illustration or graphic), 

emblem (including logo, symbol, or trademark), device, or any 

other figure of similar character that:

Å (i) is attached to, painted on, projected on, or in any 

other way represented on a structure, in or on a window 

(including anything affixed to the interior and displayed 

within 12 inches of a window), or on the ground;

Å(ii) is used to announce, direct attention, or advertise; 

and

Å(iii) is visible from outside a structure.

Proposed Exclusion
[(2) Exclusions.] [òSignó does not include murals or other art 

that contains no commercial message.]
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Design Review Applicability Changes

§ 4-405. Applicability .

(a) In general.
Except as provided in subsection (b) of this section, design review is 

required for the following types of development :

(9) any sign over 100 square feet in area, BUT WITHOUT REGARD TO ITS 

COPY OR MESSAGE;

(10) any electronic [message] sign OR ROOF SIGN, BUT WITHOUT 

REGARD TO ITS COPY OR MESSAGE;

(11) ANY freestanding SIGN IN THE C-5 OR PC DISTRICT, ANY BANNER 
SIGN, PROJECTING SIGN, OR wall SIGN above the ground floor in the C -5 

OR PC District, BUT WITHOUT REGARD TO ITS COPY OR MESSAGE;

(12) ANY SIGNAGE PLAN AND ANY SIGN, BUT WITHOUT REGARD TO ITS 

COPY OR MESSAGE, WITHIN AN AREA OF SPECIAL SIGN CONTROL; 

5
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Title 17 - What does this bill do?

ÅThe new Title 17 is reorganized to be more user 

friendly and more specific to each zoning district:

üSimplified structure.

üEasier to navigate than existing Title 17.

üGives more information in tables. 

üHas clearer definitions.

üAdds more clarity to the Areas of Special Signage Control 

process and applicability. 

üAllows for ease of enforcement.

6
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Title 17 Subtitles and Tables in 

Proposed Code

7

Subtitle 1: Purpose of Title; Definitions

Subtitle 2: Placement, Design, and Construction

Subtitle 3: Sign Dimension Measurement Methodology

Subtitle 4: Sign Permit and Special Designations

Subtitle 5: Exempt Signs 

Subtitle 6: Prohibited Signs

Subtitle 7: Temporary Signs

Subtitle 8: Permanent Signs

Subtitle 9: Areas of Special Sign Control

Subtitle 10: Nonconforming Signs

Subtitle 1:Purpose of Title; Definitions

Subtitle 2: Placement, Design and 
Construction

Subtitle 3: Sign Dimension 
Measurement Methodology

Subtitle 4: Requirements By Sign Type

Subtitle 5: Areas of Special Signage 
Control

Title 17 Subtitles and Tables 

in Existing Code

Table 17-804: Freestanding Sign 
Regulations

Table 17-812: Projecting Sign 
Regulations

Table 17-201: Sign Regulations 

Table 17-306:Maximum 
Cumulative Area of Signs
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Sign Types in the Existing Code

8

Sign Permit and Special 
Designations 

(Subtitle 4)

ÅClassic Signs

Exempt Signs

(Subtitle 5)

ÅBanners (Temporary)

ÅBike Sharing Stations, 
advertising on

ÅFlags

ÅGarage or Yard Sale

ÅGovernmental 

ÅHouse Number

ÅMemorial Plaques

ÅMisc Informational 
Matter

ÅOfficial Public Notices

ÅParking Regulation 
Signs

ÅNon-commercial or 
political signs

ÅReal Estate Signs

ÅWarning Signs

ÅWindow Signs 
(Temporary)

ÅòSponsor-a-roadó signs

Prohibited Signs 

(Subtitle 6)

ÅAlcoholic Beverage and 
Cigarette Advertising

ÅBillboards

ÅMoving or Flashing

ÅObscene

ÅPainted

ÅPortable

Temporary Signs

(Subtitle 7)

ÅA-Frame

ÅAttention -getting 
devices

ÅTemporary 
Construction Signs

ÅTemporary, subdivision 
or PUD signs

ÅTemporary Pole Signs

ÅTemporary Wall Signs

Permanent Signs

(Subtitle 8)

ÅAwnings and Canopies

ÅElectronic message Signs

ÅFreestanding Signs

ÅMarquees

ÅMenu Board Signs

ÅNameplates

ÅNeighborhood Identification 
signs

ÅOpen-Space Directional Signs

ÅOpen-Space Identification 
Signs

ÅParking Access Signs

ÅProjecting Signs

ÅResidential Identification 
Signs

ÅRoof Signs

ÅWall Signs

ÅWindow Signs

Requirements By Sign Type

(Subtitle 4)

ÅA-Frame 

ÅAlcoholic Beverage and Cigarette Advertising Signs (generally 
prohibited)

ÅAwning or Canopy Signs and Open-Structural Framework Signs

ÅBanner Signs

ÅBillboards

ÅElectronic Signs

ÅFreestanding Signs

ÅMoving or Flashing Signs

ÅObscene Signs (generally prohibited)

ÅPortable Signs (generally prohibited)

ÅProjecting Signs

ÅRoof Signs

ÅWall Signs

ÅWindow Signs 

ÅProvisional Fence Signs are allowed, but no Subtitle 4 standards.

Sign Types in the Proposed 

Code
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CITY COUNCIL BILL #18-0272/ ZONING - SIGN REGULATIONS

Baltimore City Department of Planning

The Big Changes

Å Far Fewer Sign Types 

Å Allowable signs will not only be linked to zoning district, 

but uses within a zoning district per the use table.

Å Sign regulations are tailored by sign type for each zoning 

district.

Å Electronic Signs will range from less than15 sq. ft. to 

approximately 18,000 sq. ft (with ASSC).

Å Areas of Special Signage Control Clarified

ÅAmount of signage for Areas of Special Signage Control (ASSC) will 

by governed by sign type and total per lot.

ÅBillboards will be allowed in ASSCs.

ÅASSCs will allow for % and quantity deviations of signs.

ÅFindings Of Fact and Standards Clarified

9
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Subtitle 1 ðPurpose and definitions

Includes a definition of each type of sign provided for.  

The sign types are simplified as a result of Reed case 

and removal of content. 

ÅPurpose statements are modified to reflect statements on 

safety, general welfare, attractiveness of the city, sign 

placement and First Amendment rights.

ÅDefinitions Modifications, deletions and introduction of a 

new sign.
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Deleted Signs

ÅMarquee sign (now either 

projecting or canopy sign)

Å Attention Getting Devices 

(a permitted activity)

New Signs
ÅOpen Structural Framework 

Sign- this sign is a sign that 
ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ άexo-ǎƪŜƭŜǘƻƴέ 
wall or feature of a building. It 
falls under Awning or Canopy 
for standards.

ÅProvisional fence sign- this sign 
is primarily a fence sign for 
construction sites.
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Modified Signs 

ÅAwning or Canopy Signs- now have the same definition
ÅWall Signs and Projecting Signs Can no longer be cloth or 

flexible material.  Now Banner Signs.

ÅBanner Signs (3 types) ςPole, Projecting and Wall 

Mounted

ÅElectronic signs:

üSeveral definitions merged

üDefinition is expanded to include digital projected 

projections wall integrated technology projected 

video holographic display

üFive categories of electronic signs
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Subtitle 2 ðPlacement Design and Construction 

Section for general placement rule, construction and 

maintenance standards.

ÅThis title introduces the new table 17-201: Sign Regulations. 

ÅTable umbrellas are exempted with no obscene wording or 

graphics.

ÅOverall prohibition on covering any part of a window door 

or prominent architectural feature unless allowed by Title 

17. 

Å17-203 -Commercial speech defined. Statement on 

noncommercial speech and commercial speech. They are 

both treated equitably on a sign.

Å Illumination standards, permissible activities and 

enforcement.



P
L

A
N

N
IN

G
C

O
M

M
IS

S
IO

Nð
S

E
P

T
E

M
B

E
R6

, 2
0
1
8

CITY COUNCIL BILL #18-0272/ ZONING - SIGN REGULATIONS
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Subtitle 3 ðSign Dimension Measurement Methodology 

ÅThis establishes how sign dimensions are measured.

ÅSign area does not include supports and braces, but for 

poles signs, the braces and supports are included in the sign 

height.

ÅGenerally, for multi-faced signs all faces are included in the 

area calculation.

ÅThe maximum cumulative area of signs on a lot table is 

introduced in this subtitle. (Table 17-306)



A
U

G
U

S
T2

9
, 2

0
1
8
 P

U
B

L
IC

IN
F

O
R

M
A

T
IO

N
A

LM
E

E
T

IN
G

CITY COUNCIL BILL #18-0272/ ZONING - SIGN REGULATIONS

Baltimore City Department of Planning 15

Subtitle 3 ðSign Dimension Measurement Methodology 

ÅMeasuring Freestanding Pole Signs (Minimum Pole 

Height, Braces can be no more than 25% of base of 

message area)
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Subtitle 4 - Requirements by Sign type

Å The section is broken down by defined sign types and 

establishes special standards or rules for each type .

Å The ability to do a sign on a lot is determined by both underlying 

zoning and use category. Table 17-201 shows which signs you can 

do in which zoning category, but subtitle 4 details which use 

categories can have which sign type.

Å Subtitle 4 may have additional placement standards, illumination 

standards or construction standards.

Å To be used in conjunction with Table 17-201: Sign Regulations.
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Why Regulating By Use and Not Just Zoning District

Å Every zoning district has buildings that are variety of forms that 

may house a variety of uses, therefore we cannot prohibit signs 

on certain building typologies.

Å Certain uses have typical sign types, therefore you regulate the 

type of signage on that use within zoning districts

Å This layered approach allows for safeguards in residential zones 

The outcome is to not have over signage on certain uses or 

buildings within a zoning district.

Å Allows for commercial signage on commercial and institutional 

uses in residential zones. 

Å Similar to portions of the existing sign code, but formalizes the 

approach.
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Electronic Signs

ÅMerges several definitions from the existing code.

Å Creation of five electronic sign categories.

Å Sign definition has expanded to include not just digital 

messaging but digital art , electronic graphics, videos, 

projection and wall integrated technology.

Å Dwell time allows for minimum 10 second dwell for digital 

graphics and one minute maximum dwell time for digital 

animation in videos .
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Billboards

Å General prohibition is still intact except in ASSCs.

Å Existing billboards may be converted to a digital billboard 

provided documentation of removal of 3 non -digital 

billboards.

Å An existing billboard may not be converted to digital if:
ü It is attached to a building that is 35 feet or less in height.

ü It is a pole mounted billboard that is 35 feet or less in 

height.

ü It is located in or within 250 feet of a residential district.

Å New static billboards are only allowed in C -1, C-1-E, or C-

1-VC zoning districts.

Å New digital billboards are allowed in C -2, C-3, C-4, C-5, 

TOD-4, or PC zoning districts.
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Electronic Signs

Å Standalone electronic signs must follow the rules outlined 

in the electronic sign standards .

Å An electronic sign may be integrated with another sign 

type outlined in the electronic sign standards.

üMust follow the rules of the non-electronic sign type.

ü The electronic sign component may only be 25% of the 

non-electronic sign type.
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Electronic Signs Examples

Standalone

Incorporating 

into other sign 

types
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Max Area Sign Type Allowed Approval Method

Category I 15 sq. ft. Freestanding or 

Wall

Allowable

Category II 50. sq. ft. Freestanding, 

Projecting or Wall

Allowable or ASSC

Category III 750 sq. ft. Freestanding, Roof 

or Wall

ASSC Only

Category IV 5,000 sq. ft. Freestanding, Roof 

or Wall

ASSC Only

Category V 10,500 sq. ft. Wall ASSC Only

Electronic Sign Categories
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Subtitle 5 ðArea of Special Signage Control (ASSC)

This section covers rules and approvals for areas of special signage 

districts. 

What is An ASSC?

Å Basically like a PUD for signs and approaches approval like a 

conditional use through findings of fact and deviations on size 

and scale.

ü An upfront agreement through ordinance and plan for what 

and how much signage will be allowed in a designated area.

ü This may be used for a theme area, such as an arts district 

or business area such as downtown.
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Sub-Title 5 ðArea of Special Signage Control (ASSC)

Basic Requirements

Å Allowed in C-1, C-1-E, C-1-VC, C-2, C-3, C-4, C-5, I-MU, 

OR, TOD districts and PC districts. 

ÅMust include multiple properties and have at least 600 

linear feet of street frontage.

Benefits of Being In An ASSC

Å Allows for billboards. 

Å Electronic signs categories III, IV and V are only allowed in 

the ASSC.

Å Rigorous upfront approval means applicant will not have to go to 

BMZA for each sign included in the plan.
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Approval Process For ASSC and Signage Plan

City Council Bill Introduced for 
Applicable Area and Referred to 
Agencies

Specific Notice Requirements 
for City Council Hearing 

Planning Commission can 
recommend approval of the 
area so long as Findings of Fact 
are made.

Planning Commission man not 
recommend approval of the 
area if 51% of the owners inside 
the boundary object.

City Council must make Findings 
of Fact.

City Council

Establishes 
the Area

Once the area is 
designated, the 
signage plan must be 
submitted to the 
Planning Commission.

The Signage Plan must 
include signs sought, 
location, number and 
% deviation. 

Planning 
Commission 

Approves 
the Signage 

Plan

The Planning 
Commission must 
make Findings of Fact. 
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Sub-Title 5 ðArea of Special Signage Control (ASSC)

ÅNoticed requirements align to 5 -603 of the zoning code 

with specific information regarding:
ü Name and address of the applicant.

ü Proposed boundaries planning department contact 

information to review a proposed signage plan.

ü A statement that any objections to the area of special 

signage control should be given to the director of planning 

and the city Council .

Å Findings of Fact:

ü Would not increase the likelihood of traffic congestion or 

distraction

ü Would not add to the visual clutter in that area; and

ü Would not be incongruous with the existing or contemplated 

design of the area.
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Sub-Title 5 ðArea of Special Signage Control (ASSC)

Å The subtitle includes how to calculate percentage 

deviations.

Å This subtitle speaks to prohibitions and amendments to the 

boundaries and signage plan.

Å The BMZA may not further alter the sign included in the 

signage plan.
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Tables

Å Two Zoning Tables:

ü Table 17-201: Sign Regulations

ü Table 17-306 Maximum Cumulative Area of Signs

Table 17 -201

Table 17-201: Sign Regulations is the òmenuó. 
ü Which signs you can do in what zoning district.  

ü As well as approval method (Allowed or ASSC only)

ü Maximum size, placement, quantity

ü ASSC % deviations on size, height and quantity
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Table 17 -201 contõd.

Å Benefits of proposed table format:

ü Allowable signs reflect the character intent and 

intensity of typical forms of a zoning district.

ü Sign approval methodology is clear and allows for basic 

signs òby rightó, but makes room for more intense signs 

through the ASSC.

ü Allows for sign sizes and quantity to better suit the 

intent of the underlying zoning district or building 

form.
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Example of a Mainstreet (C-1)
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Example of Downtown C -5 
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Table 17 -201
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Table 17 -201 contõd
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Table 17 -306

Å Table 17-306 Maximum Cumulative Area of Signs is the 

òbudgetó. It tells you how much signage you can do on a 

lot. 

ü Only for zoning districts that allow ASSCs.

ü Follow the column based on the largest sign in your 

ASSC signage plan.

Å Benefit and Rationale of this table:

ÅWith the addition of very large electronic signs this 

table regulates òover-signageó on most buildings and 

lots.

Å The larger the electronic signs allowed through a 

signage plan, the less amount of òotheró signage is 

allowed on a lot. 

Å Encourages the lot owner to prioritize signage on their 

lot.
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Table 17 -306
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Table 17 -306 contõd
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Example of Sign Types and Consider Maximum 

Total Area Allowed On A Lot


